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Abstract 


Two  experiments  were  carried  out  in  which  goal  instructions  were  used 
in  an  attempt  to  produce  variation  in  performance  goals  and  thus  performance 
level.  Factorialiy  independent  performance  tasks  (where  relatively  little 
learning  was  possible)  were  used  :.n  the  two  experiments.  No  significant 
a  priori  experimental  effects  were  found  in  either  case,  apparently  due  to 
the  fact  that  most  subjects  were  not  pursuing  their  assigned  goals.  When 
subjects  were  re-grouped  according  to  their  stated  a  posteriori  performance 
goals,  highly  significant  goal  effects  were  found.  In  general,  a  high  or 
hard  goal  led  to  the  highest  performance  level,  a  low  or  easy  goal  to  the 
lowest  level,  and  the  goal  of  "do  best"  to  an  intermediate  level,  though 
closer  to  the  high  than  to  the  low  level.  "Do  best"  goals  also  led  to  the 
highest  within-group  variation  in  performance.  The  effect  of  the  goal  to 
"improve"  depended  on  the  rate  of  improvement  tried  for.  The  implications 
of  the  results  for  motivation  research  are  discussed. 
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Since  Mace's  studies  of  performance  goals  in  the  1930's,  the  ure  of 
performance  goals  as  independent  variables  in  psychological  research  has 
been  almost  non-existent.  Reviews  of  the  extensive  literature  on  level 
of  aspiration  indicate  that  it  has  been  used  almost  exclusively  as  a  depend¬ 
ent  variable  (e.g.,  see  Festinger,  19^2;  Frank,  19^1;  Fryer,  1964;  Lewin, 
1958;  Rotter,  19^2).  In  the  few  studies  where  the  actual  level  of  the 
aspired  goal  was  used  as  an  independent  variable  (e.g.,  Locke,  1965 ;  Seigal 
and  Fouraker,  i960)  highly  significant  (positive,  linear)  relationships  were 
found  between  the  level  of  the  goal  and  actual  level  of  performance. 

There  have  also  been  a  few  studies  on  the  effects  of  qualitatively  dif¬ 
ferent  goals  on  performance.  The  studies  by  Kace  (1935)  referred  to  above 
found  that  the  highest  level  of  performance  on  a  mathematical  learning  task 
involving  computation  was  achieved  by  subjects  who  were  given  specific  and 
reasonably  hard  performance  goals  each  day  based  on  their  initial  skill. 

The  goal  of  "doing  as  well  as  possible"  (or  "do  best"  for  short)  was  gener¬ 
ally  found  to  result  in  a  lower  level  of  performance  than  a  hard  standard 
but  in  a  higher  level  of  performance  than  a  goal  of  "improving  over  one's 
previous  performance."  Locke  and  Bryan  (1965b)  usins  the  same  task  as  Mace, 
also  found  that  hard  performance  standards  resulted  in  the  highest  level  of 
performance,  with  the  "do  best"  goal  second  best.  The  goal  to  "improve" 
was  found  to  result  in  generally  lower  performance  as  in  the  Mace  studies. 


Locke  and  Bryan  (1965a)  also  found  hard  performance  goals  to  result  in  a  sig¬ 
nificantly  higher  level  of  performance  than  the  goal  of  "do  best"  on  a  psycho- 
motor  learning  task. 

Even  less  attention  has  been  paid  the  effects  of  various  types  of  "low" 
performance  goals.  Mace  (1935)  found  that  the  lowest  rate  of  learning  was 
achieved  by  subjects  given  a  constant  performance  goal  (one  which  most  sub¬ 
jects  reached  about  halfway  through  the  experiment).  Locke  and  Bryan  (1965b) 
found  that  miscellaneous  goals  such  as  "tried  for  accuracy, "  "tried  to  keep 
going,"  or  "had  no  particular  goal  except  to  get  through"  resulted  in  the 
lowest  level  of  performance,  as  compared  to  other  goals. 

The  present  studies  were  designed  to  build  on  this  previous  work.  The 
major  abstract  purpose  was  to  illustrate  the  practical  utility  of  using 
performance  goals  as  independent  variables.  At  the  specific  level,  it  was 
decided  to  utilize  performance  tasks  (i.e.,  where  little  improvement  is  to 
be  expected  with  practice)  in  the  present  experiment  rather  than  learning 
tasks.  Only  one  previous  study  in  this  area  had  used  performance  tasks 
(Locke's  1965  study,  where  the  tasks  involved  things  like  giving  uses  for 
objects),  and  these  were  tasks  where  some  learning  actually  was  found  to 
occur  (also  only  quantitatively  different  goals  were  used  in  that  study). 

One  difference  that  might  be  expected  between  the  effects  of  the  goals  to 
"improve”  and  "do  best"  on  a  performance  as  opposed  to  a  learning  task 
might  be  that  there  should  not  be  as  much,  if  any,  superiority  of  the  "do 
best"  goal  to  the  "improvement"  goal  on  a  performance  task.  In  a  learning 
task  some  "improvement"  is  taken  for  granted  and  relatively  easy  to  achieve, 
and  a  goal  simply  to  "improve"  leaves  open  to  question  of  "how  much?"  im¬ 
provement  the  person  will  try  for  and  "at  what  rate?"  Thus  a  goal  of  im¬ 
provement  could  actually  retard  performance  over  the  goal  of  "do  best" 
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on  a  learning  task,  as  seems  to  have  been  the  case  in  the  studies  of  Mace 
(1935)  and  Locke  and  Bryan  (1965b)  cited  above.  However,  on  a  performance 
task  where  improvement  is  difficult  if  not  impossible,  the  goal  of  "improve¬ 
ment"  might  be  expected  to  compare  favorably  with  the  goal  of  "do  best."  The 
present  studies  were  designed  to  test  this  possibility. 

A  third  purpose  of  the  present  studies  was  to  delineate  and  classify 
the  various  types  of  goals  more  systematically  than  had  been  done  previously 
(e.g.,  Locke  and  Bryan,  1965h).  Previous  work  by  the  present  investigators 
bad  made  it  possible  to  develop  goal  questionnaires  on  which  subjects  could 
check  the  goal  which  they  were  pursuing  rather  than  having  to  explain  their 
goals  in  their  own  words  (which  can  lead  to  problems  of  misunderstanding  of 
the  concept  of  "goal"  and  occasional  problems  of  interpretation). 

Two  final  purposes  of  the  present  studies  were  to  determine  how  likely 
subjects  are  to  accept  different  types  of  goal  instructions  and  to  examine 
the  effects  of  extrinsic  incentives  on  goal-setting  activity. 

In  both  the  studies  to  b  e  reported  here  we  chose  to  use  actual  ability 
tests  as  performance  tasks.  One  reason  for  this,  in  addition  to  the  desire 
to  achieve  generality  over  tasks,  was  that  such  tasks  provide  the  maximum 
amount  of  challenge  to  the  investigator  who  wishes  to  relate  performance 
goals  to  performance  level.  Since  such  tests  are  usually  thought  to  measure 
"maximal"  performance,  little  variation  from  trial  to  trial  (except  for  "ran¬ 
dom"  error  or  subject  unreliability)  is  to  be  expected.  Positive  results 
in  this  case  should  be  least  "obvious."  For  this  same  reason,  and  also  to 
enable  us  to  look  at  performance  over  time,  short  (two-minute)  trial  periods 
were  used  in  both  experiments;  thus  fatigue  and  individual  differences  in 
persistence,  which  would  be  likely  to  be  quite  sensitive  to  different  goals 
over  the  leng  term  would  not  be  likely  to  have  much  effect. 


3 


% 


The  goal  instructions  used  for  the  two  experiments  were  designed  to  pro¬ 
duce  the  maximum  possible  variety  of  goals,  both  quantitatively  and  qualita¬ 
tively.  Special  attention  was  devoted  to  producing  low  motivation  goals  which 
had  r.''el ved  relatively  little  attention  previously.  It  was  not  expected 
that  all  -subjects  would  necessarily  follow  their  assigned  goals,  brat  it  was 
hoped  that  at  least  wide  individual  differences  in  goals  would  result.  The 
main  difference  in  goal  instructions  between  the  two  studies  was  that  in  the 
second  study  two  of  the  three  groups  of  subjects  who  were  not  assigned  spec¬ 
ific  quantitative  goals  were  required  to  set  specific  levels  of  aspiration 
for  each  trial  so  that  the  exact  level  at  which  they  set  their  goals  could 
be  determined. 

Experiment  I 
Method 

Subjects 

The  subjects  were  72  paid  college  student  volunteers  (47  males  and  25 
females)  recruited  from  five  Washington,  D.  C.  area  colleges  during  the  sum¬ 
mer  session. 

Task 

The  task  was  a  number  crossing  test  developed  by  Thurstone  and  described 

by  Moran  and  KcTferd  (1959) ,  as  a  measure  of  perceptual  speed  and  was  similar 

in  nature  to  the  tests  used  to  measure  Factor  P  in  French,  Ekstrom,  and 

Price's  (1963)  reference  kit  for  cognitive  factors.  Each  of  the  20  alternate 

forms  consists  of  two  pages  of  random  numbers.  Twenty-five  rows  of  30  digits 
on  each  page 

are  presented/with  the  first  number  of  each  row  circled.  The  task  is  to 
cross  out  each  number  in  a  row  that  is  like  the  circled  number  at  the  begin¬ 
ning  of  the  row.  Two  forms  were  divided  in  half  and  each  half  was  used  for 
each  of  four  practice  trials  and  ten  of  the  alternate  forms  of  two  pages 
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were  used 

each/ for  the  tea  experimental  trials.  The  score  was  the  number  of  rows  marked 
entirely  correctly. 

Procedure 

Subjects  were  told  that  the  test  measured  perceptual  speed.  All  subjects 
were  given  four  30  second  practice  trials  separated  by  l-^  minute  intervals. 
They  were  told  to  "do  as  many  rows  as  they  could"  on  each.  After  each  prac¬ 
tice  trial,  subjects  were  given  the  correct  answers  for  each  row. 

The  subjects  were  then  told  that  there  would  be  10  experimental  trials, 
each  two  minutes  in  length  with  a  three  minute  rest  interval  between  trials. 

At  this  point  the  experimental  instructions  were’ introduced. 

High  Standard  (+8)  Group  (2'?=lo) .  Subjects  in  this  group  were  told  that 
they  should  try  to  beat  a  score  (in  terms  of  number  of  rows  entirely  correct) 
on  each  experimental  trial  equal  to  the  sum  of  the  number  of  correct  rows 
on  the  four  practice  periods  (which  they  had  just  computed)  plus  8.  Subjects 
were  told  that  this  standard  was  "what  we  considered  to  be  a  successful  per¬ 
formance  on  the  task"  and  "somewhat  above  the  average  performance"  for  col¬ 
lege  students  of  their  initial  ability.  They  then  wrote  their  standard  at 
the  bottom  of  the  second  page  of  each  of  the  ten  forms.  At  the  end  of  each 
trial  subjects  were  given  the  correct  answers  and  counted  the  number  of  rows 
marked  correctly.  They  wrote  this  score  next  to  their  standard. 

Improvement  (+1)  Group  (N=l4).  This  group  was  given  the  same  instruc¬ 
tions  as  the  High  Standard  Group  except  that  each  subject’s  standard  of  suc¬ 
cess  was  given  as  one  more  than  his  best  previous  score. 

Do  Best  Grove  (N=l6) .  Subjects  in  this  group  were  told  to  "do  their 
best"  on  each  trial.  They  vere  given  the  correct  answers  for  all  trials  but 
they  did  not  actually  add  up  the  total  number  of  rows  done  correctly  on 
either  the  practice  or  the  experimental  trials. 
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Low  Motivation  Group  (H=ll).  This  group  was  told  that  we  were  predom¬ 


inately  interested  in  attitudes  about  the  task  (as  measured  by  rating  scales 
given  after  each  trial;  these  results  are  not  reported  here)  rather  than 
performance.  These  subjects  were  given  the  answers  for  all  practice  trials, 
but  computed  their  "total"  practice  score  by  summing  their  scores  on  the 
last  three  practice  trials  only.  They  wer£  told  that  the  average  college 
student  was  able  to  work  3  less  correct  rows  on  each  trial  than  his  total 
score  on  the  last  three  practice  trials  and  were  asked  to  work  "at  about  this 
speed."  These  subjects  were  given  the  correct  answers  for  all  experimental 
trials  but  did  not  add  up  the  total  number  of  rows  correctly  done  each  time 
(in  order  to  de-emphasize  the  importance  of  their  scores). 

Relaxed  Group  (N=15).  This  group  was  told  that  we  were  pretesting  a 
test  we  were  developing  to  measure  perceptual  speed.  They  were  asked  to 
work  at  a  "comfortable  pace"  and  not  to  push  or  tire  themselves  too  much  as 
we  wanted  to  develop  norms  for  college  students  working  at  a  "normal  rate  of 
speed."  Correct  answers  were  given  for  all  trials,  but  the  subjects  did  not 
add  up  the  number  of  rows  done  correctly  on  any  of  the  trials  (again  in  order 
to  de-emphasize  their  scores).  At  the  end  of  the  experiment,  all  subjects 
completed  detailed  goal  description  questionnaires  asking  about  their  per¬ 
formance  goals  during  the  experiment.  These  questionnaires  are  shown  in 
Appendices  A  and  B. 

Results 

Before  analyzing  the  data,  all  subjects'  work  sheets  were  scored  by 
the  experimenter  even  for  subjects  who  had  previously  scored  their  own 
(though  few  discrepancies  in  the  latter  cases  were  found). 

Analysis  by  Experimental  Condition 

The  subject's  Improvement  score  was  the  dependent  variable.  This  score 
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was  obtained  by  subtracting  the  subject's  mean  score  on  the  10  experimental 
trials  from  his  total  practice  trial  score  (for  the  four  practice  trials  com¬ 
bined).  An  F-test  war.  performs.  1  on  the  mean  improvement  scores  of  the  five 
experimental  groups.  To  control  for  differences  in  initial  (practice)  per¬ 
formance,  an  analysis  of  covariance  design  was  used.  The  differences  be¬ 
tween  the  five  improvement  means  was  not  Significant  (F=1.75)>  nor  were 
there  any  significant  differences  between  any  pair  of  means.  This  suggested 
that  the  subjects  were  not  pursuing  their  assigned  goals,  since  the  assigned 
goals  differed  considerably  in  difficulty  (for  groups  where  this  could  be 
computed).  The  High  Standard  (+3)  subjects  reached  or  exceeded  their  assigned 
goal  on  only  3$  of  the  trials,  whereas  the  Low  Motivation  subjects  exceeded 
their  "suggested"  standard  on  100$  of  the  trials.  The  Improvement  (+1)  sub¬ 
jects  reached  or  beat  their  assigned  goal  28$  of  the  time. 

An  examination  of  the  goal  descriptions  filled  out  after  the  experiment 
indicated  that,  in  fact,  most  subjects  were  not  pursuing  their  assigned  goals. 
Only  50$  of  the  High  Standard  subjects  stated  that  they  were  trying  to  reach 
or  exceed  their  assigned  goal;  only  36$  of  the  Improvement  group  and  25$  of 
the  Do  Best  subjects  indicated  that  they  were  pursuing  their  assigned  goals. 
Less  than  7$  of  the  Relaxed  subjects  and  none  of  the  Low  Motivation  subjects 
were  trying  for  their  suggested  goals. 

Due  to  this  lack  of  within-group  Lomogenity  in  goals,  it  was  decided 
to  re-analyze  the  data  according  to  the  subjects'  a  posteriori  goal  descrip¬ 
tions  . 

Analysis  by  A  Posteriori  Goal  Descriptions 

The  reclassification  of  subjects  according  to  their  a  posteriori  goal 
descriptions  yielded  approximately  five  major  categories,  as  described  be¬ 
low. 
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High  Standard  Group  (N=°) .  T..  is  group  was  composed  entirely  of  those 

subjects  from  the  High  Standard  (+8)  group  who  indicated  that  they  were  try¬ 
ing  to  reach  or  exceed  the  goal  of  eight  more  correct  rows  than  they  had 
completed  on  the  four  practice  trials. 

High  Improvement  Group  (N=l6).  Subjects  in  this  group  stated  that  they 
were  trying  to  beat  their  best  previous  £core  by  one  or  more  rows  on  each 
trial. 

Low  Improvement  Group  (N=12).  This  group  consisted  of  those  subjects 
who  were  either  trying  to  equal  their  best  previous  score  (H=4),  trying  to 
beat  their  Immediately  previous  score  (k’=6),  or  those  subjects  trying  to 
equal  their  i mmediately  previous  score  (l{=2).  These  groups  could  have  been 
considered  separately,  but  they  were  combined  in  order  to  yield  a  larger  N. 
However,  they  all  have  in  common  the  fact  that  their  improvement  goals  were 
less  difficult  than  those  of  the  High  Improvement  subjects. 

Do  Best  Group  (N=22).  The  largest  a  posteriori  group  was  composed  of 
subjects  who  indicated  they  were  trying  to  "do  their  best"  without  regard 
to  their  assigned  standard  or  to  their  previous  scores. 

Miscellaneous  (Low  Motivation)  Group  (N=9) .  Subjects  who  stated  they 
were  working  with  "little  effort,"  "just  t lying  to  complete  the  task,"  or 
"working  mainly  for  accuracy,"  etc.  were  placed  in  this  group.  These  sub¬ 
jects  had  in  common  the  fact  that  they  appeared  not  to  be  highly  motivated 
and  had  no  specific  (quantitative)  goal  in  mind. 

Of  the  original  72  subjects,  four  were  dropped  from  the  analysis  at 
this  point.  Three  of  these  subjects  indicated  that  they  were  competing 
with  other  subjects  rather  than  trying  for  one  of  the  above  goals.  No  Just¬ 
ification  could  be  found  for  including  them  in  any  of  the  above  a  posteriori 
goal  groups,  particularly  since  the  scores  of  the  people  they  were  competing 
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with  were  not  known.  A  fourth  subject  stated  that  he  was  trying  to  beat  his 
immediately  previous  score  same  of  the  time.  Ihere  was  no  way  to  determine 
how  frequently  this  subject  was  pursuing  the  goal  of  trying  to  beat  his  im¬ 
mediately  previous  score  or  how  often  he  was  just  working  along,  so  he  too 
was  dropped. 

The  mean  improvement  scores  for  each' of  the  a  posteriori  goal  groups 
broken  down  into  subgroups  according  to  original  experimental  condition  are 
presented  in  Table  1.  It  is  evident  that  the  relative  mean  improvement  scores 
of  each  a  posteriori  goal  subgroup  are  reasonably  consistent  across  experi¬ 
mental  conditions,  even  without  correcting  the  means  for  initial  (practice) 
scores.  The  High  Improve  and  Do  Best  subgroup  means  are  consistently  higher 
than  those  of  the  Low  Improve  and  Miscellaneous  (Low  Motivation)  subgroups. 
Thus,  it  seemed  permissible  to  combine  the  goal  subgroups  across  conditions. 
The  overall  means  of  each  a  posteriori  goal  group  are  shown  in  the  last 
column  of  Table  1. 

An  F-tesp  was  performed  on  the  mean  improvement  scores  of  these  five 
groups.  Again,  because  of  differences  between  the  groups  in  initial  level 
of  performance,  an  analysis  of  c  'variance  design  was  used.  This  analysis 
yielded  an  F-ratio  of  7*28  (p  <  .001;  d.f.  1;62).  t-tests  on  the  differ¬ 
ences  between  pairs  of  means  corrected  for  initial  performance  level  were 

P 

also  performed.  These  t-values  are  shown  in  Table  2.  No  significance 
labels  have  been  placed  on  the  t-values,  e s  they  would  be  meaningless  in 
view  of  the  large  number  of  tests  made  (and  the  unequal  N's  precluded  a 
Tukey  multiple  comparisons  nest).  These  values  are  useful  simply  to  6how 
the  relative  size  of  the  differences  between  the  various  means.  In  general, 
the  High  Standard,  High  Improve  and  Do  Lest  groups  -howed  the  highest  im¬ 
provement  scores  and  she  Low  Improve  and  Miscellaneous  (Low  Motivation) 
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groups  shoved  '  the  lowest  improvement  scores. 

Experiment  II 
Method 

Subjects 

The  subjects  were  the  same  as  those  used  in  the  previous  study.  The 
two  experiments  were  run  consecutively  in  the  order  discussed. 

Task 

The  task  was  simple  addition,  modeled  on  test  N-l  from  Factor  N  (Humber 
Facility)  in  French,  Ekstrom,  and  Frice's  (i$o3)  reference  kit  for  cognitive 
factors.  The  original  test  comes  in  two  parts,  each  part  consisting  of 
sixty  problems  with  two  minutes  allowed  per  part;  each  problem  consists  of 
three  positive  one  or  two  digit  numbers  which  must  be  summed.  Eight  more 
parts  of  sixty  problems  each  were  constructed  using  random  number  tables, 
thus  making  ten  two-minute  parts.  Four  additional  parts  of  30  problems 
each  were  constructed  in  the  same  manner  for  use  as  practice  problems. 

Proce  je 

All  subjects  were  told  that  the  purpose  of  the  experiment  was  to  study 
the  development  of  adding  skill,  the  relationship  between  early  and  late 
performance  and  attitudes  toward  the  task.  All  subjects  were  given  four 
30-second  practice  trials  on  which  they  were  told  to  "do  as  many  problems 
as  they  could."  After  each  practice  trial  (with  one  exception  to  be  described 
below)  they  were  given  the  correct  answers  to  each  problem.  The  interval  be¬ 
tween  practice  trials  was  4$  seconds. 

All  subjects  were  then  told  that  there  would  be  10  two-minute  experi¬ 
mental  trials  separated  by  a  two-minute  rest  period,  during  which,  among 
other  things,  they  would  be  given  the  correct  answers  to  each  problem.  At 
this  point  the  experimental  instructions  were  introduced. 
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High  Standard  (+6)  Group  (N=15).  Each  subject  in  this  group  was  told 
that  he  should  try  to  beat  a  score  (in  terms  of  total  number  of  problems 
correct)  on  each  experimental  trial  equal  to  the  sun  of  the  number  correct 
on  his  four  30-second  practice  trials  (which  he  had  Just  computed)  plus  8. 

He  was  told  that  this  standard  was  "what  we  considered  to  be  a  successful 
performance  on  the  task"  and  represented  *  somewhat  above  the  average  perfor¬ 
mance"  for  students  of  his  initial  ability.  The  subject  then  wrote  the  num¬ 
ber  representing  his  standard  at  the  bottom  of  each  experimental  trial  sheet. 
At  the  end  of  each  trial,  the  correct  answers  were  read,  and  the  subject 
counted  the  number  he  got  correct  and  wrote  this  score  on  the  sheet  next  to 
his  standard. 

Low  Standard  (-6)  Group  (h=l6).  This  group  was  given  the  same  instruc¬ 
tions  as  the  High  Standard  group  except  that  each  subject's  standard  of  suc¬ 
cess  was  given  ns  6  less  than  his  total  practice  trial  score. 

Do  Best  Group  (N=l6).  This  group  was  told  to  "do  their  best"  on  each 
trial.  In  addition  each  subject  set  a  level  of  aspiration  ("the  score  you 
will  try  for")  before  each  trial.  It  was  suggested  to  the  subjects  that 
they  set  their  levels  of  aspiration  each  time  so  that  they  were  "neither 
too  hard  nor  too  easy."  At  the  end  of  each  trial,  the  obtained  score  was 
written  next  to  the  level  of  aspiration  for  that  trial  before  the  new  aspira¬ 
tion  level  was  set. 

Incentive  Group  (W=lU).  This  group  was  told  they  would  be  paid  accord¬ 
ing  to  the  number  of  problems  they  got  correct  on  the  ten  experimental  trials 
(the  implicit  goal  being  to  "make  money").  The  incentive  was  set  so  that  if 
they  got  the  same  number  right  as  the  Do  Best  subjects  (who  were  paid  for 
participation)  they  would  get  paid  (on  the  average)  the  same  amount  (though 
the  subjects  did  not  know  the  incentive  was  set  in  this  manner).  These 
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subjects  also  set  a  level  of  aspiration  before  each  trial  and  wrote  their 
obtained  score  next  to  their  aspired  score  after  each  trial. 

Low  Motivation  Group  (H=ll).  These  subjects  were  not  given  the  correct 
answers  to  the  first  practice  trial,  so  when  computing  their  "total"  practice 
scores,  they  used  their  scores  on  the  last  three  practice  trials  only.  They 
were  told  that  the  average  subject  was  able  to  get  three  less  correct  on 
each  trial  than  the  total  score  on  the  last  three  practice  trials  and  to 
"go  along  at  about  that  speed."  These  subjects  were  given  the  correct  an¬ 
swers  to  the  problems  between  experimental  trials,  as  with  the  other  groups, 
but  they  did  not  add  up  the  number  they  got  correct  each  time,  nor  did  they 
set  any  explicit  levels  of  aspiration.  The  reason  for  the  latter  omission 
was  that  it  was  felt  that  goal-setting  itself  might  induce  high  motivation 
(e.g.,  see  Fryer,  1964)  whereas  this  group  was  supposed  to  be  a  low  motiva¬ 
tion  group. 

At  the  end  of  the  experiment  all  subjects  completed  detailed  goal  des¬ 
cription  questionnaires  asking  them  about  their  performance  goals  during 
the  experiment.  These  questionnaires  are  shown  in  Appendices  B  and  C. 

Results 

For  the  analysis,  all  subjects’  work  sheets  were  scored  by  the  experi¬ 
menter,  even  for  subjects  who  were  told  to  score  their  own  (though  few  dis¬ 
crepancies  in  the  latter  cases  were  found). 

Analysis  by  Experimental  Condition 

The  dependent  variable  was  the  difference  between  the  subject's  score 
on  all  four  practice  trials  combined  and  his  mean  score  on  the  ten  experi¬ 
mental  trials.  These  scores  will  henceforth  be  referred  to  as  improvement 
scores.  The  mean  improvement  score  for  each  experimental  group  was  calcu¬ 
lated  and  an  F-test  was  performed  on  the  improvement  means  of  the  five  groups 
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An  analysis  of  covariance  design  was  used  to  control  for  initial  level 
(which  correlated  -.61,  within  groups,  with  Improvement ) .  No  significant 
differences  were  found  between  the  five  means  (F=1.8l)  nor  between  any  pair 
of  means.  If  all  subjects  had  been  pursuing  their  assigned  goals,  perfor¬ 
mance  differences  should  have  emerged,  since  the  difficulty  of  reaching  the 
assigned  goals  differed  markedly  for  the  five  groups.  The  High  Standard. 

(+8)  subjects  were  only  able  to  beat  their  assigned  standard  on  1.3$  of  the 
trials;  the  Low  Standard  (-6)  subjects,  however,  beat  theirs  85$  of  the 
time,  and  the  Low  Motivation  beat  their  "suggested"  standard  99$  of  the  time. 
The  Incentive  and  Do  Best  groups  beat  their  levels  of  aspiration  3^$  and  39$ 
of  the  time,  respectively.  Indicating  that  their  self-set  goals  were  of 
moderate  difficulty. 

However,  an  examination  of  the  a  posteriori  goal  descriptions  indicated 
that  most  subjects  were  not  pursuing  their  assigned  goals  nor  were  they  neces¬ 
sarily  pursuing  their  own  levels  of  aspiration.  Only  40$  of  the  (+8)  group 
was  trying  to  "reach  or  just  beat"  their  assigned  goal;  less  than  19$  of  the 
(-6)  group  were  trying  to  "reach"  their  goal.  None  of  the  Low  Motivation 
subjects  were  trying  for  the  "suggested"  goal  of  their  score  on  the  last 
three  practice  trials  (combined)  minus  3.  Fifty-seven  percent  and  62$  of 
the  Incentive  ana  Do  Best  subjects,  respectively,  were  trying  to  "reach"  or 
"exceed"  their  levels  of  aspiration,  and  only  31$  of  the  Do  Best  subjects 
were  trying  to  "do  their  best"  regardless  of  their  goals.  This  suggests 
that  subjects  will  be  less  prone  to  accept  or  try  for  goals  that  are  too 
hard  or  too  easy  than  goals  which  are  more  moderate  in  difficulty  (such  as 
ones  they  are  likely  to  set  themselves),  althou^  a  surprising  number  of 
subjects  who  set  their  own  goals  denied  urying  for  them. 

Due  to  this  lack  of  wlthin-group  homogeneity  in  goals,  the  data  were 
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reanalyzed  according  to  the  a  posteriori  goal  descriptions. 


Analysis  by  A  Posteriori  Goal  Descriptions 

(  +  )  and  (-)  Goals.  The  most  Immediately  obvious  way  of  reclassifying 
the  subjects  into  a  small  number  of  homogeneous  groups  seemed  to  be  according 
to  whether  the  subject  was  trying  for  a  score  which  was  higher  or  lower  than 
his  score  on  the  four  -practice  trials  (combined).  Subjects  who  appeared  to 
be  trying  for  a  score  higher  than  their  total  practice  score  were  classified 
as  (+)  subjects,  and  those  who  appeared  to  be  trying  for  a  score  lower  than 
their  total  practice  score  were  classified  as  (-)  subjects.  The  classification 
was  done  as  follows:  (a)  in  the  +8  group,  subjects  who  were  trying  to  "reach", 
"exceed",  or  "get  close"  to  the  assigned  standard  were  classified  as  (+);  in 
addition,  the  one  subject  who  was  trying  to  "improve"  each  time  was  classified 
as  (+),  since  the  initial  standard  for  improvement  was  presumably  his  total 
practice  score.  Two  subjects  who  were  trying  for  "accuracy"  rather  than  speed 
were  classified  as  (-)  as  this  suggested  less  than  maximal  motivation,  (b) 

In  the  -6  group,  subjects  who  were  trying  to  "exceed”  the  assigned  standard 
by  more  than  six  points  were  classified  as  (+).  Subjects  who  were  trying 
to  "reach",  or  "exceed  the  standard  by  less  than  six  points"  were  classified  . 
as  (-)  along  with  one  subject  who  was  trying  to  "get  through"  (but  not  "get 
right")  as  many  problems  as  possible,  (c)  In  the  Do  Best  group  subjects 
whose  mean  level  of  aspiration  on  the  ten  experimental  trials  was  greater 
than  their  total  practice  score  and  who  said  they  were  trying  to  "reach"  or 
"exceed"  these  goals  or  to  "improve"  were  classified  as  (+);  subjects  whose 
mean  level  of  aspiration  was  less  than  their  practice  score  and  who  said  they 
were  trying  to  "reach"  their  goals  were  classified  as  (-).  (d)  The  same 
procedure  was  followed  in  classifying  the  Incentive  subjects  as  for  the  Do 
Best  subjects. 
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In  the  Low  Motivation  croup,  classification  was  more  difficult  since 
none  of  the  subjects  said  they  were  trying  for  the  suggested  standard  and  no 
explicit  levels  of  aspiration  were  set.  One  subject  was  trying  to  beat  his 
practice  score  (for  the  last  three  practice  trials)  by  13,  which  would  put 
him  above  his  total  practice  score,  and  was  classified  as  (+).  One  subject 
who  had  "no  goal"  was  classified  as  (-).  Seven  subjects  had  a  goal  of  "im¬ 
prove  over  best  previous  score."  It  might  be  argued  that  a  goal  of  improve¬ 
ment  should  lead  to  a  higher  score  for  all  subjects  than  their  total  practice 
score,  so  that  all  improvement  subjects  should  be  classified  as  (+).  However, 
this  ignores  two  things:  (l)  the  original  starting  point  (the  original  score 
taken  as  the  standard  for  improvement),  and  (2)  task  difficulty.  The  Low 
Motivation  subjects  had  knowledge  of  their  score  for  only  the  last  three 
practice  trials;  if  they  used  this  total  as  a  starting  point  for  improvement, 
this  would  have  represented  a  standard  anywhere  from  two  to  nine  points  (de¬ 
pending  on  the  individual)  below  their  total  practice  score,  thus  suggesting 
a  very  low  overall  standard.  Since  the  expected  mean  improvement  for  all 
subjects  was  -0.88,  a  standard  this  low  would  be  expected  to  lead  a  considerably 
lower  mean  score  than  their  total  practice  score.  However,  there  was  no  means 
of  determining  from  the  data  available  whether  or  not  subjects  took  their- 
practice  scores  (for  last  three  trials)  as  their  original  standard  or  not. 

Thus  it  was  decided  to  take  the  subject's  score  on  the  first  experimental 
trial  as  the  initial  standard  for  improvement:  if  this  score  was  two  or  less 
points  under  his  total  (four  trial)  practice  score,  he  was  classified  as  (+), 
since  it  implied  that  his  initial  standard  for  improvement  was  close  to  his 
total  practice  score;  if  his  score  on  the  first  trial  was  three  or  more  points 
under  his  total  practice  score,  he  was  classified  as  (-).  This  put  four 
subjects  in  the  (+)  group  and  three  in  the  (-)  group.  If  there  was  any  bias 


15 


in  these  placements,  it  was  probably  in  putting  too  many  subjects  in  the 
(+)  group.  However,  slight  changes  in  the  above  criteria  would  not  have 
yielded  substantially  different  results. 

All  subjects  in  all  conditions  who  indicated  they  were  "doing  their  best" 
with  no  reference  to  their  previous  scores,  assigned  goals,  or  aspiration 
levels  were  temporarily  removed  from  the  analysis,  though  they  will  be  dealt 
with  subsequently.  These  subjects  will  henceforth  be  referred  to  as  Do  Best 
(ap),  for  "a  posteriori",  to  distinguish  them  from  subjects  in  the  Do  Best 
experimental  condition. 

The  mean  improvement  scores  of  each  sub-group  described  above  are  shown 
for  each  experimental  condition  in  Table  3*  In  all  cases  the  mean  improvement 
scores  of  all  (+)  subjects  combined  are  higher  than  those  of  all  (-)  subjects 
combined  in  the  same  experimental  condition;  in  all  but  one  case  the  means 
for  all  (+)  subjects  combined  in  each  condition  are  positive,  and  in  all 
cases  the  means  for  all  (-)  subjects  in  each  condition  are  negative.  The 
only  discrepancy  from  the  overall  pattern  of  note  for  any  individual  sub¬ 
group  is  the  high  negative  mean  of  the  "get  close"  subjects  in  the  (+8) 
condition.  Since  these  subjects  did  not  indicate  Just  how  close  they  were 
trying  to  get  to  the  standard,  putting  them  in  the  (+)  group  was  giving  them 
the  benefit  of  the  doubt. 

In  view  of  the  consistent  difference  in  the  means  of  the  (+)  and  (-) 
groups  across  conditions,  it  seemed  permissible  to  combine  all  groups  for 
purposes  of  analysis.  The  mean  improvement  scores  of  all  (+)  subjects  combined 
and  all  (-)  subjects  combined  are  shown  at  the  bottom  of  Table  3*  These 
means  are  significantly  different  at  the  .001  level  after  correcting  for 
initial  (practice)  scores  (t=h,19;  1+9  d.f . ).3Fifty-three  percent  of  the  (+) 
subjects  changed  in  a  positive  direction,  while  one  hundred  percent  of  the 
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(-)  subjects  changed  in  a  negative  direction.  The  chi-square  value  for  re¬ 
lative  frequency  of  direction  of  change  is  11. 69  which  is  significant  at  the 
.001  level  (1  d.f . ). 

Further  Breakdown  of  (+)  and  (-)  Subjects.  The  (  +  )  and  (-)  goals  described 
above  could  be  further  broken  down  as  follows:  a  (++)  group  was  constructed 
by  taking  those  subjects  in  the  High  Standard  (+8)  group  who  indicated  they 
were  trying  to  "reach"  the  assigned  standard  and  any  subjects  in  the  Do  Best 
and  Incentive  experimental  conditions  whose  mean  level  of  aspiration  was  8 
or  more  points  above  their  total  practice  score.  Similarly  a  (— )  group 
was  constructed  by  taking  those  subjects  in  the  Low  Standard  (-6)  condition 
who  said  they  were  trying  to  "reach"  the  Low  Standard  and  any  Do  Best  or 
Incentive  subjects  whose  mean  level  of  aspiration  was  6  or  more  points  below 
their  total  practice  score.  The  means  of  these  new  groups  in  addition  to 
the  means  of  the  original  (+)  and  (-)  groups  with  the  (++)  and  (--)  subjects 
removed  are  shown  in  Table  4.  The  means  as  shown  are  not  corrected  for  initial 
practice  scores  which  favor  the  differences,  but  the  mean  difference  between 
the  (++)  and  (--)  groups  is  significant  at  the  .01  level  after  correction 
(t=3-31;  10  d.f.),  as  is  the  mean  difference  between  the  remaining  (+)  and 
(-)  subjects  (t=3<l8;  37  d.f.). 

Do  Best  (ap)  Subjects.  The  mean  improvement  score  of  all  Do  Best  (ap) 
subjects  is  shown  at  the  bottom  of  Table  3.  The  mean  change  for  this  group 
is  very  similar  to  that  for  the  (+)  group  but  significantly  greater  than  that 
of  the  (-)  group. 

The  breakdown  of  the  Do  Best  (an)  subjects  by  experimental  condition 
is  shown  in  Table  5*  It  is  evident  that  the  five  Do  Best  (an)  Incentive 
condition  subject  showed  a  higher  mean  improvement  than  the  other  groups 
and  the  five  Do  Best  (o£)  subjects  in  the  Do  Best  condition  had  a  lower  mean. 


It  will  be  recalled  that  all  Do  Best  and  Incentive  condition  subjects  were 

required  to  set  specific  levels  of  aspiration  for  each  trial.  It  is  possible 

that  these  subjects  were  actually  trying  for  their  goals  even  though  they 

claimed  that  they  were  just  trying  to  "do  their  best”.  To  test  this  possibility 

these  ten  subjects  were  broken  down  into  a  (+)  group  and  a  (-)  group  according 

to  whether  or  not  their  mean  level  of  aspiration  was  above  or  below  their 

total  practice  score.  The  results  are  shown  at  the  bottom  of  Table  5*  The 

mean  improvement  scores  of  these  Do  Best  (ap)  (+)  and  (-)  sub-groups  are 

significantly  different  at  the  .05  level,  after  correcting  for  initial  practice 

scores  which  favored  the  difference.  This  suggests  that  subjects  who  are 

required  to  set  explicit  levels  of  aspiration  do  pursue  these  goals  even  though 

they  claim  they  are  "doing  their  best"  with  no  reference  to  their  goals. 

s 

Parallel  inf erence^ could  not  be  made,  of  course,  for  the  Do  Best  (ap) 
subjects  in  the  remaining  three  experimental  conditions  since  these  subjects 
did  not  set  explicit  performance  goals.  Thus  they  maybe  considered  to  be 
"genuine  Do  Best  (ap)''  subjects.  It  can  be  seen  that  the  mean  improvement 
score  of  these  remaining  Do  Best  (ap)  subjects  (bottom  of  Table  5)  is  directly 
between  those  of  the  (+)  and  (-)  groups  shown  in  Table  k. 

Finally  Table  6  summarizes  all  the  findings  of  this  study  by  showing 
how  each  original  a  posteriori  goal  group  was  broken  down  into  goal  sub¬ 
groups  and  the  N’s  and  mean  improvement  scores  of  each  of  these  groups,  as 
well  as  the  results  of  relevant  t-tests.^  It  is  clear  that  each  further  break¬ 
down  of  the  goal  groups  resulted  in  the  formation  of  more  homogeneous  (with 
respect  to  performance)  sub-groups. 

The  Variability  of  Do  3est  Goal  Subjects 

Of  all  the  goals  delineated  and  discussed  in  the  present  investigations, 
the  Do  Best  goal  is  perhaps  the  most  vague.  It  is  distinguished  from  goals 
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such  as  "improve,"  "reach  the  high  standard,"  "reach  the  low  standard,"  etc. 
by  the  fact  that  it  does  not  involve  an  explicit  performance  standard  or  goal. 
Thus  one  might  expect  that  performance  under  this  goal  would  be  determined 
by  numerous  extraneous  factors  such  as  implicit  goals,  the  mood  of  the  moment 
etc.  which  might  be  different  for  each  person.  If  this  were  true,  we  might 
expect  that  the  variability  in  performance  of  Do  Best  subjects  to  be  greater 
than  that  of  subjects  with  more  determinate  goals.  The  above  reasoning  was 
not  entirely  deductive  but  was  developed  in  part  an  examination  of  the  Do 
Best  as  compared  to  the  other  subjects  in  the  second  study.  We  then  went 
back  and  made  the  same  comparisons  for  the  first  study,  and  then  back  to  two 
previous  studies  we  had  done  involving  "Do  Best"  goals.  The  findings  were 
highly  consistent  across  studies,  and  are  sho-wn  in  Table  7.  Each  F -ratio 
represents  the  ratio  of  the  s2  for  a  Do  Best  group  in  comparison  to  the  s2 
of  each  other  goal  group  in  the  same  experiment.  The  striking  aspect  of 
these  findings  is  that  the  Do  Best  group  variance  is  greater  than  that  of  the 
other  goal  groups  (i.e.  greater  than  1)  without  a  single  exception  in  it 
different  comparisons.  Although  the  majority  of  these  F-ratios  are  not 
significant,  the  consistency  of  the  direction  of  difference  is  far  beyond 
the  chance  level.  On  the  average  the  Do  Best  group  variance  is  nearly  double 
that  of  other  goal  groups. 

Discussion 

Before  discussing  the  specific  findings,  it  is  relevant  to  ask  to  what 
degree  the  goal  descriptions  of  our  subjects  could  be  considered  valid.  We 
have  shown  already  (by  the  use  of  statistical  controls)  that  they  were  not 
an  artifact  of  the  subjects'  initial  scores,  but  one  might  ask  whether  these 
descriptions  could  simply  be  post  hoc  rationalizations  of  their  performance. 
In  other  words,  couldn't  the  subjects  have  performed  in  a  certain  manner  and 
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then  invented  goals  that  were  congruent  with  their  performance?  A  number  of 
considerations  argue  against  this.  First,  this  would  not  explain  why  people 
would  invent  a  goal  of  "Do  Best, "  since  such  a  goal  would  not  "explain"  any¬ 
thing.  Second,  there  were  people  who  did  not  reach  their  stated  goal  at 
all  (or  even  get  close  to  it),  and  there  were  others  who  exceeded  it  a  great 
deal  (i.e.  there  were  numerous  individual 'discrepancies  between  stated  goals 
and  performance).  Third,  among  people  who  set  levels  of  aspiration, 
there  were  individuals  who  set  very  high  or  very  low  goals  (in  comparison 
to  their  practice  scores)  on  the  very  first  trial  before  they  could  have 
known  how  well  they  would  do.  Finally,  previous  studies  in  which  similar 
goals  were  successfully  manipulated  in  advance  by  instructions  (e.g.  Mace, 

1935;  Locke,  1965)  yielded  comparable  results.  The  evidence  suggests  that 
at  least  in  the  short  term,  most  subjects  will  not  inevitably  try  to  rationalize 
failure  to  reach  a  goal  by  inventing  a  lower  one  after  the  fact.  Though  there 
may  have  been  individual  instances  of  rationalization,  it  is  argued  that 
this  '  explain  the  results  as  a  whole.  In  addition,  it  should  be 

pointed  out  that  there  are  cases  where  an  individual  genuinely  changes  his 
goal  during  an  experiment;  for  instance,  an  individual  who  cannot  reach  a 
hard  goal  might  change  to  a  lower  goal,  but  this  goal  will  in  turn  actually 
influence  his  subsequent  performance.  To  determine  these  kinds  of  effects, 
of  course,  goal  questionnaires  would  have  to  be  given  before  (and  after) 
every  trial. 

At  the  most  general  level  the  results  of  these  experiments  suggest  that 
performance  goals  that  differ  both  quantitatively  and  qualitatively  can  be 
systematically  related  to  level  of  performance  on  performance  tasks  even 
under  maximally  disadvantageous  conditions  (i.e.  where  the  time  periods  are 
extremely  short  and  the  changes  in  performance  over  time  extremely  small). 


20 


Two  factorially  independent  tasks  were  used  in  the  present  study  indicating 
that  the  results  are  not  restricted  to  a  single  task.  The  finding  that 
qualitative  as  well  as  quantitative  goals  could  he  related  to  performance 
level  complements  previous  work  using  learning  tasks,  (Mace,  1935;  Locke  and 
Bryan,  1965b)  and  supplements  previous  work  using  performance  tasks  where 

t 

only  quantitatively  different  goals  were  used  (Locke,  1965). 

At  the  more  specific  level,  previous  findings  by  Locke  (1965)  and  Locke 
and  Bryan  (1965b)  that  high  or  hard  performance  goals  resulted  in  a  higher 
level  of  performance  than  low  or  easy  performance  goals  were  replicated. 

In  the  first  experiment  reported  here,  the  High  Standard  group  improved  more 
than  the  two  low  motivation  groups  (Low  Improve  and  Misc.  Low  Motivation). 

In  the  second  experiment  the  (-:--=-)  and  (+)  groups  improved  more  than  the  ( — ) 
and  (-)  groups,  respectively.  The  same  was  true  of  the  (+)  Do  Best  (an) 
subjects  as  compared  with  the  (-)  Do  Best  (an)  subjects.  The  difference  in 
the  difficulty  of  the  high  and  low  goals  was  attested  to  by  the  differences 
in  empirical  probability  of  beating  the  goals  (where  this  could  be  calculated). 
In  the  first  study  the  High  Standard  and  High  Improve  subjects  were  able  to 
reach  or  beat  their  stated  goals  only  5$  and  21 $  of  the  time  respectively, 
while  the  Low  Improve  group  was  able  to  beat  theirs  39$  of  the  time.  In 
the  second  study  the  (++)  group  beat  their  standard  only  3.8$  of  the  time 
while  the  (--)  group  beat  theirs  62$  of  the  tine. 

In  relation  to  the  hard  and  easy  goal  subjects,  the  Do  Best  (aj>)  subjects 
in  the  present  studies  performed  significantly  better  than  the  various  low 
motivation  groups  (Low  Improve  group  in  study  I;  (-)  group  in  study  II )  but 
not  significantly  worse  than  the  high  motivation  groups  (High  Standard  and 
High  Improve  groups  in  study  I;  (+)  group  in  study  II ).  This  points  out  a 
possible  difference  in  the  effects  of  hard  and  "Do  Best"  goals  in  learning 
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and  7>v.-rfornance  tasks. 


Previous  studies  by  Mace  (1935).,  Locke  and  Bryan 
( 1965a, b)  with  learning  tasks  found  a  Hard  Standard  group  to  be  consistently 
superior  to  a  Do  Best  group.  All  subjects  in  these  latter  experiments  im¬ 
proved  (and  undoubtedly  had  at  least  an  implicit  goal  to  improve)  but  the 
High  Standard  subjects  improved  at  a  faster  rate.  In  the  performance  tasks 

C 

used  here  where  improvement  was  almost  non-existent  (and  with  short  trial 
periods)  extra  hard  goals  may  not  have  been  more  effective  than  Do  Best  goals 
because  extra  effort  of  the  type  presumably  induced  by  hard  goals  may  not 
"pay  off"  on  such  tasks.  In  other  words,  given  a  reasonably  high  degree  of 
motivation  and  a  task  where  improvement  is  impossible,  the  only  way  to  go  is 
"down, "  thus  the  difference  between  both  she  High  Standard  and  Do  Best  goals 
and  the  various  low  motivation  goals.  High  goals  on  performance  tasks  such 
as  those  used  here  apparently  keep  performance  rate  from  falling,  but  do  not 
increase  it  appreciably. 

However  it  should  be  made  clear  that  the  effects  of  high  performance 
goals  might  be  considerably  greater  in  comparison  to  Do  Best  goals  where  the 
trial  periods  are  longer,  i.e.  where  persistence  over  long  periods  can  in¬ 
fluence  performance.  There  was  little  or  no  opportunity  for  persistence 
to  be  a  factor  in  the  present  studies,  consisting  as  they  did  of  only  10 
2 -minute  trials  each. 

It  was  stated  earlier  that  less  difference  between  Do  Best  and  Improve 
goals  was  to  be  expected  on  performance  tasks  like  those  used  here  than  on 
learning  tasks.  In  the  second  study  it  was  noted  that  the  meaning  of  the 
"Improve"  goal  was  somewhat  ambiguous  for  the  subjects  who  stated  it;  but 
computing  the  mean  improvement  score  of  all  subjects  who  stated  they  were 
trying  to  improve  yields  a  mean  improvement  score  very  close  to  that  of  the 
Do  Best  (ap)  group,  thus  supporting  the  hypothesis.  However,  the  results 
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of  our  first  study  showed  that  the  difference  "between  the  Improve  and  Do 
Best  goals  depends  upon  the  rate  of  improvement  tried  for.  There  was  virtually 
no  difference  between  the  Hich  Improve  group  and  the  Do  Best  group,  but  there 
was  a  large  difference  between  the  Do  Best  group  and  the  Low  Improve  group  in 
favor  of  the  former. 

Again  with  respect  to  the  Do  Best  go-il,  the  results  of  the  second  study 
suggested  that  under  conditions  where  specific  levels  of  aspiration  are  set, 
subjects  who  claim  they  are  trying  to  "do  their  best"  with  no  reference  to 
goals  or  previous  scores  actually  do  try  for  their  goals.  Perhaps  if  all  Do 
Best  subjects  could  be  questioned  more  closely  it  would  be  found  that  many  of 
them  do  have  specific  goals,  at  least  at  the  implicit  level. 

Finally,  there  are  practical  implications  of  the  finding  that  the  Do  Best 
goal  results  in  greater  variation  in  performance  than  is  the  case  with  other 
goals.  It  suggests  that  in  experiments  where  maximally  homogeneous  groups  are 
wanted,  the  assignment  of  a  Do  Lest  goal  nay  not  only  lead  to  ignoring  the  goal 
completely  and  the  setting  of  new  goals  in  many  cases,  (though  this  is  also  true 
of  other  kinds  of  goals)  but  for  those  who  do  accept  the  goal,  it  will  lead  to 
relatively  wide  variations  in  performance  and  thus  attenuate  the  significance  of 
differences  between  this  group  and  other  groups.  Since  minimum  within-group 
variation  is  ordinarily  desirable  in  psychological  experiments,  the  use  of  Do 
Best  instructions  to  produce  Do  3est  goals  may  not  always  be  a  wise  procedure. 

This  brings  us  to  the  problem  of  goal  acceptance  in  general.  A  re¬ 
markably  small  number  of  subjects  in  these  studies  accepted  the  goals  assigned 
to  them.  Although  such  widespread  individual  goal  rejection  and  substitution 
may  not  be  typical  in  other  types  of  experiments,  the  phenomenon  is  probably 
not  uncommon  in  psychological  research.  Intensive  studies  in  the  urea  of 
verbal  learning  and  awareness  have  found  wide  variations  in  subjects'  hy- 
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potheses  and  indentions  to  be  the  rule  rather  than  the  exception  (e.g.  see 
Spielbergcr,  19 65,  for  a  review  of  this  work).  As  Spielbergcr  points  out, 
the  epistemological  biases  of  behavior ists  which  have  permeated  the  field 
have  led  to  an  implicit  (and  sometimes  explicit)  "robot-theory"  of  experimental 
manipulation.  It  is  usually  assumed  that  the  subject  will  do  exactly  what 
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he  is  told  and  that  what  he  thinks,  the  conclusions  he  ccmes  to  and  the  judge¬ 
ments  he  makes  during  the  experiment  will  have  no  important  bearing  on  his 
experimental  behavior.  This  has  led  to  a  relative  neglect  of  cognitive  variaVtef 
in  motivation  research  and  to  an  nearly  exclusive  focus  on  "instructions"  and 
"stimuli"  as  independent  variables.  Suffice  it  to  say  that  not  a  single  signi¬ 
ficant  difference  would  have  been  found  between  any  pair  of  groups  in  either 
of  the  two  studies  reported  here,  if  "instructions"  had  been  the  only  inde¬ 
pendent  variable  used.  And  even  more  important  for  the  purposes  of  science, 
without  questioning  the  subjects,  we  would  not  have  known  why  the  instructions 
did  not  work.  Of  all  the  criticisms  that  could  be  made  of  not  trying  to  find 
out  what  subjects  are  thinking  and  trying  to  do,  this  is  perhaps  the  most 
important,  because  failure  to  question  subjects  (or  failure  to  question  them 
properly)  can  lead  to  false  conclusions  (as  it  did  in  the  verbal  learning 
and  awareness  area;  see  Spiclbcrger,  1965)  or  to  type  II  errors,  as  would 
have  happened  in  the  present  case.  As  an  example,  we  can  take  the  finding 
that  the  group  in  the  second  study  under  the  Incentive  plan  did  not  show 
greater  improvement  than  the  other  groups.  Without  questioning  the  subjects, 
we  would  have  had  to  conclude  that  "incentives  don't  work  under  these  con¬ 
ditions,"  but  we  would  not  have  known  why  they  didn't  work.  On  the  basis  of 
the  goal  descriptions,  we  can  suggest  that  the  reason  they  did  not  work  was 
that  the  Incentive  subjects  did  not  set  high  enough  goals  in  relation  to  the 
other  groups.  Supporting  this  interpretation  is  a  previous  study  of  choice 
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behavior  by  Locke  and  Kendall  (1965)  which  found  that  the  influence  of  monetary 
incentives  on  choice  behavior  was  a  direct  function  of  the  goals  the  subjects 
developed  in  response  to  such  incentives. 

A  similar  explanation  was  offered  by  Locke  and  Bryan  (1965b)  to  explain 
the  fact  that  explicit  knowledge  of  total  score  did  not  automatically  result 

C 

in  higher  performance  than  was  the  case  without  such  knowledge.  Again  per¬ 
formance  was  found  to  depend  upon  what  goals  the  subjects  set  in  response 
to  such  information.  The  same  was  true  in  the  present  studies;  it  will 
be  recalled  that  some  experimental  groups  in  each  study  had  specific  know¬ 
ledge  of  their  total  scores  (though  they  all  had  general  knowledge  of  how 
well  they  were  doing)  and  others  did  not,  yet  no  differences  between  experimental 
groups  were  found.  The  important  thing  was  what  goals  the  subjects  set  on 
the  basis  of  the  knowledge  they  did  have.  It  is  likely  that  similar  findings 
could  be  obtained  to  explain  the  effects  of  other  types  of  "instructions," 
"extrinsic  motivators,"  and  "stimuli." 
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Footnotes 


1  This  research  was  supported  by  Contract  Nonr  i+792(00)  between  the  American 
Institutes  for  Research  and  the  Office  of  Naval  Research.  The  opinions  ex¬ 
pressed  do  not  necessarily  represent  those  of  the  Department  of  the  Navy. 

2  The  correction  factor  for  initial  (practice)  score  for  the  means  for  all 
the  t-tests  was  the  slope  (bxy)  as  obtained  in  the  covariance  analysis  by  a 
posteriori  cools  using  68  subjects.  No  corrections  were  made  of  the 
within  group  sums  of  squares  in  computing  the  t -values.,  so  the  values  shown 
may  under-estimates  of  the  true  t-values. 

3  All  corrections  of  means  (for  initial  practice  scores)  in  this  study  were 
made  using  the  slope  (b..,.)  as  computed  in  the  preliminary  covariance  analysis 
by  experimental  conditions  (and  including  all  72  subjects). 

4  All  possible  t-tests  were  not  performed  on  these  data  due  to  the  problem 
of  multiple  comparisons. 
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Table  1 


N's  and  Mean  Total  Improvement  Scores for  Goad  Sub-Groups  by  Experimental  Condition 

(Experiment  I) 
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These  means  are  not  corrected  for  initial  (practice)  scores. 
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Table  2 


t  VaTu  *  for  Mean  Differences  in  Improvement  Scores  of 
A  Posteriori  Goal  Groups 
(Experiment  I) 

C 
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a  All  t  values  are  based  on  means  corrected  for  initial  (practice)  scores. 
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Table  3 

and.  Mean  Improvement  Scores  For  Goal  Sub-groups  by  Experimental  Condition 

(Experiment  II ) 
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Table  4 


N's  and  Mean  Improvement  Scores  of  (++),  (+), 


(-)  and  ( — )  Subjects 


(Experiment  II ) 


i 

j  A  Posteriori  Goal  Group 

Measure 

!  Remaining 

(++)*  (+) 

Remaining 

(-) 

(~)b 

N 

8  26 

13 

4 

MeanC 

+1.64  -0.31 

-3.33 

-6.58 

a  Subjects  who  were  trying  to  beat  their  practice  scores  by 
8  or  more  points  were  classified  as  (++). 

^  Subjects  who  were  trying  to  beat  their  practice  scores  by 
-6  points  or  worse  were  classified  as  (--). 

c  These  means  are  not  corrected  for  initial  (practice) 
scores . 
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Table  5 


Mean  Improvement  Scores  of  Do  Best 


(at)  Subjects 


(Experiment  II ) 
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Mean:  -0. 
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1 

a  1 
Kean  for  (+)  :  +4.98(N=4  )-i+  0  -ob 
Kean  for  (-)*  -1.93(W=6) 

* 

Subjects  whose  mean  LA  exceeded  their  total  practice  score  were  classified 
as  (+);  those  whose  mean  LA  was  less  than  their  total  practice  score  were 
classified  as  (-).  See  text  for  further  explanation. 

1  Adjusted  for  initial  (practice)  score. 
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t-3.31 


a  All  t's  are  based  on  means  corrected  for  initial  (practice) 
0  Keans  as  shown  are  not  corrected  for  practice  score. 
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Table  7 


# 


Comparison  of  Variance  of  Subjects  with  Do  Best  Goal 
with  Variance  of  Subjects  with  Other  Goals 
(Four  Experiments) 
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ns 

Other  (Low  Mot. )  S's 

2.85 

21;  8 

ns 

Experiment  II: 

(++)  S's 

2.09 

10;  7 

ns 

(+)  S's  a 

1.93 

10;  25 

ns 

(-)  S's  b 

5.75 

10;  12 

.01 

(--)  S's 

1.22 

10;  3 

ns 

(+)  Do  3est  (ap) 

1.26 

10;  3 

ns 

(-)  Do  Best  (ap) 

1.43 

10;  5 

ns 

Mean  F  =  I.9S 

not  including  (++)  S's 
not  including  (--)  S's 
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Appendix  A 

Goal  Questionnaire  for  High  Standard,  Improve,  Do  Best  and 
Relaxed  Experimental  Groups  in  Experiment  I 


Wo  would  like  to  know  something  about  the  goals  you  were  pursuing  during 
the  preceding  experiment.  In  section  A,  check  the  one  statement  which  describes 
your  predominant  goal.  Please  indicate  vnjt  you  were  actually  trying  to  do, 
regardless  of  the  instructions  you  were  given.  Use  section  B  to  describe  any 
goal  you  may  have  had  which  is  not  listed,  or  if  at  some  time  during  the  ex¬ 
periment  you  were  not  following  the  goal  you  checked  in  section  A.  Be  sure 
to  explain  when  during  the  experiment  your  goals  changed,  if  at  all. 

A. 

a _  I  was  trying  to  reach  or  exceed  the  standard  on  every  trial. 

a _  I  was  trying  to  reach  or  exceed  the  standard  on  _  of  the  trials. 

I  was  trying  to  get  as  close  to  the  standard  as  possible,  though  I 
was  not  trying  to  beat  it. 

I  was  trying  to  heat  my  best  previous  score  by  _ row(s)  each  time. 

I  was  trying  to  at  least  ocual  my  host  previous  score  each  time. 

I  was  trying  to  beat  my  immediately  previous  score  each  time. 

I  was  trying  to  ecual  my  immediately  previous  score  each  time. 

I  was  trying  to  do  my  best  each  time;  I  paid  no  attention  to  the 
standard  or  my  previous  scores. 

I  was  not  trying  to  improve  at  all;  just  tried  to  keep  going  at  a 
reasonable  pace. 

I  was  trying  to  go  along  with  as  little  effort  as  possible. 

I  was  trying  only  to  keep  going  at  a  fairly  slow  pace. 

I  was  trying  to  improve  over  the  score  I  got  on  the  first  trial,  but 
not  after  that. 

I  was  trying  to  give  the  illusion  of  working  but  actually  I  was  hardly 
doing  anything. 

B.  OTHER  (Explain  fully)  _ 


only  the  High  Standard  group  were  given  these  items  (in  addition  to 
the  others). 
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Appendix  3 

Goal  Questionnaire  for  Low  Motivation  Experimental  Groups 
in  Experiments  I  and  II 

I.  Check  the  statement  below  which  best  represents  the  goal  you  had  during 
the  10  experimental  trials. 

C 

_  I  was  just  rying  to  go  along  with  no  particular  goal  in  mind. 

I  was  trying  to  reach  or  just  beat  a  score  equal  to  my  Practice0, 
score  minus  3  points  each  time. 

_  I  was  trying  to  reach  or  just  beat  my  Practice3,  score  each  time- 

I  was  trying  to  beat  my  Practice3  score  by  _ points  each  time. 

_  I  was  trying  to  do  the  best  I  could  with  no  reference  to  my  previous 

scores  at  all. 

_  I  was  trying  to  improve  my  best  previous  score  each  time. 

_  Other:  (explain)  _ _ 


^ote:  the  Practice  scores  for  these  subjects  referred  to  their  total 
score  on  the  last  three  practice  trials  only. 
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Appendix  C 

Goal  Questionnaire  for  Kish  Standard,  Low  Standard,  Do  Best 
and  Incentive  Experimental  Groups  in  Experiment  II 

I.  Check  the  statement  below  which  best  represents  the  goal  you  had  during 
the  10  experimental  trials,  with  respect  to  the  standards  you  were  given 
or  which  you  set  for  yourself.  Fill  in  where  necessary. 

I  was  trying  to  exceed  the  standard3,  each  time  by  _  points. 

I  was  trying  to  reach  or  .just  beat  the  standard3  each  time. 

I  was  trying  to  get  as  close  to  the  standard3,  as  I  could  each  time, 
tab  was  not  trying  to  beat  it. 

_  I  was  not  trying  for  the  standard2,  at  all;  I  was  just  trying  to  do 

the  best  I  could  with  r.o  reference  to  my  previous  scores  at  all. 

_  I  was  not  trying  for  any  of  the  above  goals;  instead  I  was: 


ayote :  for  the  Do  Best  and  Incentive  Groups,  the  "Standard"  was  defined 
as  their  level  of  aspiration  (the  score  they  were  trying  for). 
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